In each issue, Edutopia publishes an essay 
focusing on one of ten ideas for improving 
our schools (www.edutopia.org/bigideas). 
The fifth in the series, this one focuses 
on an aspect of our fifth Big Idea, 
Coach: Intellectual and Emotional 
Guide. Email your thoughts to 
bigideas@edutopia.org. 




BY NINIVE C. CALEGARI AND DANIEL MOULTHROP 

On the west side of Cleveland, in a residential neighborhood called Ohio City, there is a concrete block of 
a schoolhouse that dwarfs the surrounding homes. In a windowless room at the heart of the school, a twelve- 
year-old boy is testing a hypothesis about mass and aerodynamics. The child is from Puerto Rico, and he 
speaks, maybe, ten or twenty words in English. He stands at the back of the room, behind the clustered desks, 
next to a storage closet. In the fingertips of his left hand, which is raised to the level of his ear, he gingerly holds 
a paper airplane. He throws it. 

His teacher, Lisa Suarez-Caraballo, watches him, beaming. “I have a rule about paper airplanes,” she 
explains. “You can only throw them at the appropriate place and the appropriate time.” Here, that means at the 
airstrip at the back of the room— a tape measure fastened to the floor— and during an experiment. 

The student walks to where the plane landed, and he stoops low to see how far it flew. “Seis cientos y 
setenta ... six hundred and seventy,” he says, providing the measurement in centimeters. It’s a fairly good flyer. 
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he students have all 
flown and measured 
several flights of their 
planes, and now they’ll 
analyze the data, plot it 
on graphs, and use scientific calculators to 
find arithmetic means, ranges, and various 
quartiles.They do much of this at their desks, 
in groups. At times, Suarez-Caraballo brings 
their attention to the smart board at the 
front of the classroom — a computer-assisted 
whiteboard without the headache-inducing 
stink of traditional whiteboard markers. 
There, she’ll walk them through part of the 
process, or ask a student to demonstrate 
what he or she knows how to do. 

For many teachers, the learning process 
involves much more than requiring students 
to rapidly digest regurgitate facts and fig- 
ures. For many, teaching is about coaching — 
understanding the specific needs and skills 
of each students, and then, to a certain 
extent, teaching them individually. For even 
the best teachers, it’s a constant struggle to 
find the balance between teaching to the 
whole class and coaching 
one-on-one. 

You learn best when you 
make sense and make your 
own meaning. So, I try to 
give my students experi- 
ences. For example, when 
I’m teaching integers, I 
don’t teach the kids the 
rules for adding and sub- 
tracting integers. Instead, I 
show them how to manipu- 
late blocks, how to make it zero by taking 
away and adding. Today, I had some kids 
asking me, “I can’t remember — what do you 
do with this minusing a negative?” and I 
say, “Well, remember the blocks.” 

I try to give them experiences to draw 
on so when I’m not there, they’ll do the 
same thing. The rules, they’ll forget. But if I 
can get them to remember the blocks, and 
make a little picture or whatever, then they 
can re-create the rule themselves. 

Not only do I want to coach them, but I 




want them to learn to coach each other, 
too. “You have plenty of other experts in 
this classroom” I’ll tell them, and I’ll point 
out someone who has figured that out. 
“Johnny’s an expert in this. If you need 
help, ask him.” 

I have a couple kids who, when you tell 
them a rule, they’ll never forget it. But not 
everybody learns that way. So, I spent a lot 
of time figuring out the kids’ strengths and 
weaknesses, and trying to give them as 
many experiences as possible. That way, 
they’ll remember what you’ve taught them. 
— Lisa Suarez-Caraballo, bilingual math, 
grades 6-8, Luis Munoz Marin Middle 
School, Cleveland 

Correct answers and correct processes 
seem easier to discern in some subjects than 
in others. Take history, for instance. It’s a dis- 
cipline of evaluating information. How, 
exactly, do you coach students to do that? 
Beyond that, how do you make historical 
persons such as, say, steel tycoon Andrew 
Carnegie relevant to high school students? 

In San Francisco, one 
social sciences teacher 
uses the Internet as a place 
to coach students in evalu- 
ating the quality of infor- 
mation available. As his 
students deepen their 
understanding of historical 
eras, everybody — includ- 
ing the teacher — takes on 
a role to literally flesh out 
historical characters. 

The word coach takes on a different mean- 
ing when using the Internet. Students, 
researchers, and teachers all need help 
guiding them through this massive and 
sometimes confusing web of information. 
I make it a point to teach students what I 
call Web literacy — that is, learning what is 
valid information and what is not valid 
information, 

I also get students to talk to each other 
via a blog. My idea is to get kids talking 
about issues that are important in the 



world and showing them that the Web is not 
just a place for emailing and instant mes- 
saging. It’s a place where real connections 
can be made and your voice can be heard. 
Hopefully, I’m giving them inspiration to 
take that voice further to show that their 
ideas have real meaning, that their ideas 
have real value in the world. 

In addition to using technology to coach 
effectively, teachers will sometimes coach by 
divesting themselves of their teacherly 
authority, joining their students in an activ- 
ity and becoming part of the team. 

Right now, we’re learning about the pro- 
gressive era from the 1880s to the 1920s, 
and the students are taking a look at differ- 
ent personalities of the time— people such 
as Andrew Carnegie. They’re learning a lot 
about these characters by playing them; 
they actually act them out. 

This works. They get really excited. I see 
how happy they are to do this kind of work, 
mstead of sitting there and listening to me 
lecture or having to take notes from a book. 
I became the mediator for their discussion. 
They basically drive the content. They have 
some ownership in the class. 

— Joel Arquillos, social studies, grades 
11-12, Galileo Academy of Science and 
Technology, San Francisco 

Some teachers say coaching (rather than lec- 
turing) allows them to focus on what each 
student needs, particularly when it comes to 
learning to become a better writer. 

I prefer to sit down and talk to a kid one- 
on-one. You have to be able to trust that the 
other kids will work independently while 
you’re having these individual conferences. 
You have to train the kids to understand 
how it works. Unless it’s something serious- 
ly important, they must rely on each other 
rather than coming over to me. They need 
to be patient and understand that their time 
ivill come. They know that wheri it’s their 
turn, they want my undivided attention. 

— Amy Frangipane, writing, grades 6-8, 
Washington Irving Elementary School, 
Chicago 



My worry is that all young teachers are exposed to is doing 
this kind of regimented teaching, and they haven’t had 
the practice in being thoughtful. 
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The notion of teaching as coaching is not 
new. Effective teachers and their supportive 
colleagues have long worked to support 
their students more fully than the tradition- 
al teacher-as-lecturer model allows. These 
teachers work to break their lessons down 
into pieces small enough for each student to 
manage, and they simultaneously coach 
their students to grapple with new skills and 
new information. 

But some who have been in the educa- 
tion world long enough to have a somewhat 
historical perspective see a threat to this 
kind of teaching resulting front the empha- 
sis on standardized testing. It’s not that test- 
ing is all bad, but too much testing doesn’t 
leave much time for being a good coach. 

In the past, what was honored in teaching 
was to be a thoughtful teacher. And you 
gravitated toward your colleagues who 
were thoughtful, who really valued think- 
ing something through. That way, if you 
taught something and it wasn’t successful, 
you could go back and discover why. 

But now there are so many exterior 
pressures for kids to do well on accounta- 
bility measures such as standardized tests 
that teaching just doesn’t lend itself to 
thoughtful practice. You have to think, “If 
I’m going to do this thoughtful lesson, 
that’s going to take two weeks,” or ask your- 
self, “Do I have to do all this test-prep 
stuff” — that’s important, too, because kids 
have got to take this test, and the results 
become so public. But those kinds of 
accountability measures are an obstacle to 
meaningful learning. You’re on a much 
faster treadmill. 

My worry is that all young teachers 
are exposed to is doing this kind of regi- 
mented teaching, and they haven’t had 
the practice in being thoughtful. I’m 
working with new teachers in San 
Francisco and Oakland, and they’re really 
reliant on the textbook, which marches 
them through the curriculum.When I say, 
’’Well, let’s plan this unit together, ” they 
don’t know what I’m talking about. 
“What do you mean, plan the unit 
together’? I just start from page one of the 
chapter and march right through.” 

We’re not fostering any thoughtful 
processes for teachers. You know, you can 
own this material. And, by owning it, you 



can do with it what you 
want. In some places, 
they’re not part of an 
environment that actu- 
ally discourages that 
kind of conversation. 

— Alice Kawazoe, former 

CLASSROOM TEACHER 
(TWENTY-TWO YEARS) AND 
ADMINISTRATOR (ELEVEN 
YEARS), EDUCATIONAL CON- 
SULTANT, California 
Academic Partnership Program 

Accountability and coaching in the class- 
room aren’t mutually exclusive. When teach- 
ers have time and support, when coaching is 
a part of the culture of a school, or when 
they simply make it a priority, teachers can 
become encouraging mentors. And there 
may always be a time for whole-class 
instruction, particularly when new concepts 
are being introduced. 

Coaching works a number of ways. In 
Lisa Suarez-Caraballo’s Cleveland math class- 
room, she coaches her students through the 
discovery of mathematical rules and algo- 
rithms, and she fosters team building by 
directing her students to see each other as 
resources, as coaches themselves. In Amy 
Frangipane’s classroom, editing workshops 
serve as a kind of individualized writing- 
coach sessions. And Joel Arquillos transports 
the students back in time in order for them 
to think critically. What these classrooms 
have in common is the students’ wide range 
of abilities. In those situations, coaching — 
acting as a mentor who cares and has high 
expectations — is not only important to 
learning, it’s critical. 

The best coaching I ever got was when my 
cross-country and track coach ivould 
leave the pack (because I was always 
behind) and run with me. And when he 
ran with me and he said, “Okay, now, I’m 
going to pick up the pace a little bit, and I 
want you to pick up the pace, and I want 
you to run ivith me, and I want to see 
what happens to your form when we’re 
going fasted’ So there’s this individuation 
of instruction that is really available only 
to someone who cares enough about the 
teacher to accept it. I think individuation 
is worthless if the students aren’t listening. 



You have to telegraph 
this love to them. You 
can push them and be 
really hard on them if 
you’re sort of telegraph- 
ing this kind of love. 

I learned a lot from 
a colleague who has 
this fantastic way of 
saying outrageous 
things to kids with this 
huge grin on her face. 
So the kids know where the caustic piece 
of her statement was or the loving piece of 
her statement was, where the helpful 
piece of her statement ivas. In her jour- 
nalism class, she’ll say to kids, “Get off 
your butt and do that yourself. It’s really 
important that you go get that assignment 
right now.” So the “get off your butt” part 
got their attention, the “you need to do it 
yourself” is the motherly thing, and “right 
now” is the actual information, the expec- 
tation. 

And it’s all with a smile, so they know 
she’s saying, “I care about you. You’re 
doing this for me, but you’re doing this for 
yourself and this is how it matters to the 
community, because we need to do x, y, or 
z with it.” And it just makes sense to the kid 
in this really personal way. I learned a lot 
from watching her in her classroom. You 
get that right only when they know that 
you are in fact in it for them, and you’re 
on their team. 

Taking a risk with your ideas is the 
only way you learn something. Admitting 
you don’t know something — to yourself 
or in a more public forum — is a really 
poiverful way of beginning to learn, and 
you can’t do that if you’re worried about 
what the teacher’s going to think. I try to 
never say to a student, “That was wrong.” 
I’ll say, "Well, that’s interesting. Can we 
build on that?" 

— Michael Richman, literature, New Design 
High School, New York© 

Ninive C. Calegari, a former social studies teacher, 
is executive director of 826 Valencia, a nonprofit 
tutoring and writing lab for students in San Francisco. 
Daniel Moulthrop is a former high school teacher 
completing a master's degree in journalism at the 
University of California at Berkeley. They are coau- 
thors, along with Dave Eggers, of Teachers Have It 
Easy: The Big Sacrifices and the Small Salaries of 
America’s Teachers. 
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